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Luke 15:1-10

Seeking the Lost

Some people have a habit of losing things - their car keys, their glasses, or the school newsletter.  We all lose things from time to time.  Sometimes it’s no big deal, but it certainly is a big deal if you lose your wallet or purse containing your driver’s licence and all the other important pieces of plastic.

It’s even worse when people become lost.  Many parents know the anguish of searching for a lost child.  There is a familiar pattern.  First they must acknowledge that the child is actually lost: “He was here a moment ago.  He can’t be far away.  Where on earth is he?”  Next there is a sense of fear and anguish; a concern that the lost be found.  That concern inevitably leads to a frantic search which is not called off until the lost is found.  When the child is finally found safe and well, all thoughts of anger and fear disappear and there is untold joy.

In Luke 15, Jesus tells three parables about things that were lost – a lost sheep, a lost coin and a lost son.  Although the first two of those are about a lost sheep and a lost coin, their message is also about people who are lost.  Both of these parables make the same point about God’s concern for people who have become lost from God.

Who has God lost?  People who are ‘lost’ in God’s eyes are all those who live outside of a personal, saving relationship by faith with Him.  In fact, the Bible teaches that ever since Adam and Eve sinned, all people were lost.  Like lost children we had all become separated from his saving presence.  Like lost sheep we had all strayed from his flock.  The Prophet Isaiah said, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray” (Isa. 53:6).  

The good news is: God is in the business of finding lost people, so in his mercy he sent his only Son into the world ‘to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:10).  One by one as people are baptised and brought to a living faith in Jesus as our Saviour, God has been finding his lost people.  We rejoice in our own salvation when we sing in the words of the hymn: Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost but now I’m found, was blind but now I see!  

Never a day goes by when God’s dearly bought sheep are not in danger of again becoming lost.  In fact, until we are made perfect in heaven, we struggle with that ‘lost’ condition that is common to all people.  We fall into sin; our consciences are troubled by thoughts of condemnation rather than of grace; we are burdened by the law, not comforted by the gospel; our hearts become troubled with doubt and fears, or questions about God’s goodness.  Our hearts are inclined to stray from safety of the Shepherd and would be lost again if our Saviour did not recognize the condition of our hearts and daily seek us with his amazing grace.

In Christ’s parable, the Shepherd had to acknowledge that his sheep was actually lost and was not just straggling behind a bit.  The woman had to acknowledge that her coin was actually lost and the she had not simply counted wrongly or momentarily misplaced it.  Here Jesus challenges us to see all who are outside of a saving relationship with God, through Jesus, or those who have been his sheep and strayed away, as lost.  They are not simply exercising their freedom of choice, or choosing an equally valid path to eternity. They are separating themselves from God’s saving presence and need to be ‘found’ by him.

So how does God feel when his children become lost?   He feels the same way as parents do when their children become lost.  He has a desperate and holy concern that they be found.  As far as God is concerned, to be ‘lost’ is not a label of judgement so much as label of his unshakable love and concern for people outside of his saving grace.

Jesus told these two parables in reply to comments by the Pharisees and teachers of the law who noticed that tax collectors and sinners were gathering around to hear him. They had muttered concerning him, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them” (1,2).  Jesus held no concern for his own reputation. His concern was that these people were spiritually lost and needed to be found.  That is why their lives were in such a mess. They needed to know about God’s love, acceptance and forgiveness.  They were not people to be ‘written-off,’ but people in need of being ‘found’ by God’s amazing grace.

In Jesus’ parables, the shepherd who had lost only one sheep could have said, “What’s one sheep; I still have 99.  The boss won’t notice if one is missing.  Stupid sheep; it shouldn’t have wandered off anyway!” No - his primary concern is to find the one that is lost, even if there is a risk in leaving the other 99 unattended for a while.  In the same way the woman could have said, “What’s one coin? I still have nine.  It’ll turn up eventually.”  Instead her primary concern is that the one lost coin is found.  Think about the lost child scenario: What parent would say, “It doesn’t matter, we still have two more children”?  Friends, our loving heavenly Father never says, “What’s one lost person; I still have plenty more.”  Aren’t you glad he didn’t say that about you?
When Martin Luther pondered this parable, he didn’t do so as one of the 99 ‘saved’ sheep observing the Saviour’s concern for the ‘lost’ sheep.  He saw himself in that one straying sheep, as he daily struggled with the lost condition of his sinful heart.  He wrote: “Christ is as anxious for me as I am for him.  I am anxious and in pain about how I shall come to him to secure help, but he is anxious and worries on my account, and desires nothing else than to bring me again to himself.” 

Just as a parent’s concern for a lost child – or a person’s concern for lost keys, wallet or wedding ring -  will send them on a frantic search, Jesus’ concern for the lost is so great that it leads him to desperate action.  He is like the shepherd who goes after the lost sheep until he finds it (4), and like the woman who lights a lamp, sweeps the house and searches carefully until she finds it (8).  Notice those words in each parable: ‘until he finds it’ and ‘until she finds it.’  Jesus said that he came ‘to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:10) and the search will not end “until he finds them.”   Look at the ends to which he was prepared to go to save us. He ‘became sin for us;’ He was ‘forsaken by God’, cut off from fellowship with his heavenly Father as he suffered and died on the cross – all to ‘seek and save the lost.’

Jesus is still seeking and saving the lost through the mission of the Christian church today.    Through the ministry of the church he still “welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  His Spirit ‘calls us through the gospel, enlightens us with his gifts and sanctifies and keeps us in the true faith’. What music that is to our ears! We know that our own hearts condemn us, and yet we know that we have a Saviour who daily seeks us out by his grace.  He then invites us to share his holy concern for lost souls and to actively join in the search ‘until he finds them’.

When just one lost sheep returns to our church flock, God cannot hide his joy and relief!  In each of these parables the words ‘until he/she finds it’ are followed closely by the joyful conclusion, ‘when he/she finds it’ (5, 9).  In each case the search has been successful; the lost has been found.  Private joy turns to public rejoicing as both the shepherd and the woman call their friends and neighbours together for a celebration.  They cannot keep their joy to themselves (5, 6, 9).

Neither can God – or the angels in heaven!  When he rejoices over one sinner who repents there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God … in heaven (7, 10).  He also calls the saints on earth to join the angels in heaven in holy joy every time a lost sinner is found.  God rejoiced when our names were written in the book of life; and he still rejoices over us today.

Let us rejoice that, though we were once lost, we were found by God’s amazing grace.  Let’s rejoice that, though we are inclined to stray, the Good Shepherd still seeks us out by that same amazing grace.  Let’s rejoice that he knows when his people are lost; let’s rejoice over his concern that the lost be found; let’s rejoice that he searches for all lost souls; let’s rejoice that he finds them by his grace; and let’s share his joy over every lost soul that has been found – including our own.  Let’s also recognize the part he calls us to play in welcoming and seeking others – in his name - who are still outside of his saving grace.  Amen.
And may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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